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Building Support for Learning within a Doctor of Education Program 
Abstract  
Professional doctorates were introduced in the 1990s for practitioners to research ‘real 
world’ problems relevant to their respective workplace communities and contexts. An 
array of difficulties faces professional doctoral students as they make the transition from 
professionals to practitioner researchers.  This study sought to understand the learning 
journey of a cohort of students at an Australian university, and to determine whether the 
cohort approach provided a bridge for students as they progressed along their learning 
trajectory headed towards their scholarly destinations. Throughout the first 18 months of 
the program, focus group interviews and surveys were conducted to gauge students’ 
experiences and to monitor developments for support within the program.  Utilising a 
socio-cultural perspective, key findings included the importance of shared practice for 
fostering student learning, the development of scholarly and researcher identities, and 
communities of practice.  Challenges of managing time and overcoming the professional 
and academe divide were facilitated by the evolving developments of the program.  
 
Introduction 
The professional doctorate is a relatively recent degree that has been designed for 
professionals to research real-world problems and issues relevant to their particular 
profession, industry and/or community. One of its strengths is that it bridges the worlds of 
academe and the professions by equipping candidates with academic knowledge and research 
skills required to explore professional contexts (Scott, Brown, Lunt and Thorne, 2004; Lee, 
Brennan and Green, 2009). Yet, the scholarly journey travelled across the bridge of learning 
poses a range of challenges for the sojourner.  
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 The Doctor of Education program offered at Queensland University of Technology 
has evolved and developed since its introduction in the mid-1990s under the leadership of a 
co-ordinator who has brought a particular professional focus to the program.  In both the 
initial coursework towards confirmation of candidacy and the subsequent independent thesis 
development, the program acknowledges and enhances professional and academic growth by 
supporting and mentoring candidates in their rigorous, challenging work as practitioner 
researchers.  The academic development is carefully structured within a course that responds 
to and respects the real-world contexts and knowledges of the students, yet at the same time, 
challenges their current thinking about these contexts and knowledges.   
A level of support has developed over the years in light of the challenges that face 
these doctoral candidates.  To illustrate, first, they tend to hold responsible and demanding 
jobs, are time-poor, and work in professions where there is little recognition or reward for 
postgraduate study (McWilliam, Taylor, Thomson, Green, Maxwell, Wildy and Simons, 
2002). Second, while doctoral candidates have a wealth of expertise and professional 
knowledge gained from years of experience in the field, they do not necessarily have the 
standard of research skills or training required for doctoral level studies (Fink, 2006). This 
means they need to embark on a steep learning curve to obtain the requisite skills to conduct 
research at postgraduate standard.  Related to the need to develop research skills is the notion 
that doctoral students have also been known to struggle with the development of a theoretical 
and/or conceptual framework. Research by Lesham (2007) and Weese, Fox and Greene 
(1999) found this to be the case for the professional doctoral students in their studies. A final 
challenge is that, due to the extended duration of doctoral studies (Fisher, 2006), students 
experience feelings of isolation and anxiety (Ali and Kohun, 2007; Golde, 2005).  It is not 
surprising, then, that attrition rates for doctoral programs are high as students struggle to 
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balance competing demands of work, study and family commitments (McAlpine and Norton, 
2006).  
Bentley, Zhao and Reed (2004) maintain that the use of a cohort approach has been 
promoted by developers of doctoral programs as a way of reducing social isolation and 
anxiety because cohort approaches enable ‘group-work, sharing of ideas and supportive 
development’ (Wisker, Robinson and Shacham, 2007, p.309). In a cohort approach, students 
participate in course work over an extended period of time. This allows them to learn with 
and from their peers in a supportive climate and, in some cases, to build a community of 
practice (Wenger, 1998).  Communities of practice have been recognised as a significant 
aspect of doctoral programs not only because they reduce isolation of individuals, but also as 
a means of empowering student learning (Lesham, 2007). The coursework component of 
professional doctoral programs provides opportunities for members of a cohort to engage in a 
series of structured sessions and courses about research methodology and other aspects of 
scholarly investigation in order to make the transition from professional to practitioner 
researcher.  
This paper, then, reports on the experiences of a particular cohort of doctoral students 
from Queensland University of Technology regarding their learning journey over the first 
eighteen months of coursework in the program.  Like other doctoral programs described in 
the research which structure, deliver and support learning via cohorts of students (see 
Lesham, 2007; Wisker, Robinson and Shacham, 2007), the central argument in our paper is 
that a cohort approach can be likened to a bridge that provides safe passage for persons to 
cross. In this study focus group interviews and surveys were used with the cohort throughout 
the eighteen month period to determine the extent to which the theoretical underpinnings, the 
design and developments of the cohort-based course provided adequate support in the initial 
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phase of the doctoral journey. The study uses a socio-cultural perspective to interrogate the 
participants’ perceptions in relation to their learning and growth.  
Background: The professional doctorate  
The professional doctoral coursework for the Doctorate of Education at Queensland 
University of Technology is designed as a program of part-time study to parallel the ongoing 
professional work of students. The coursework involves three intensive on-campus schools. 
The first is a four-day summer block held in January of the candidate's commencing year. 
Candidates are inducted into the program and prepared for the task of critically reviewing 
literature in a relevant chosen field.  A four-day winter school is conducted in early July of 
the same year, during which the candidates begin to consider the matter of research 
design. The third and last unit of coursework involves a continuation of the work commenced 
on methodology, in which the design of the particular research project is defined and refined.  
It comprises another four-day summer school in January of the second year of enrolment. 
Student negotiation is a key feature of this phase of the course.  After each of these three 
units of course work are completed, the candidate is well on the way to preparing for his or 
her confirmation. Over the next semester, the candidate works with supervisors to finalise a 
confirmation portfolio.  
What makes this Doctorate of Education program distinctive are five mutually 
reinforcing factors that have been especially conceptualised and developed.  They are: the 
deliberate building of a student cohort community through face-to-face and online dialogue 
and peer critique of students’ works-in-progress.  Second is a number of alternative pathways 
towards confirmation via a series of writing options designed to accommodate the range of 
student backgrounds and their needs.  Third is the scaffolding of students’ academic skill 
development as they work up a series of papers within a portfolio that presents the research 
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proposal. A teaching team of six experienced researchers and two early career researchers 
manages this scaffolding for each cohort.  In addition, a designated teaching team member 
and a research supervisor supports each student prior to confirmation.  This is the fourth 
distinctive element that ensures that the teaching team support extends across the cohort and 
enhances the coherence of the program.  Finally, formal and informal learning occurs in 
flexible modes that accommodate the students’ busy professional lives, through intensive on-
campus study schools, online materials and dialogue. 
 
 The program explicitly values students’ professional knowledges and skills through offering 
them a unique opportunity to investigate issues relevant to their own practices. Moreover, it 
enhances those knowledges and skills by developing students’ broad expertise in research 
capacities for the workplace and beyond. Through participating in the doctoral program, 
students are enabled to apply their new-found understandings to their professional contexts.  
It is in this way that the research program bridges academia and industry, bringing each into 
dialogue with the other in ways that value and challenge both the discourses of professional 
practice and those of research. 
 
Theoretical framing 
A socio-cultural view of learning and its related concept of communities of practice underpin 
the design of this cohort-based professional doctoral program. “Socio-cultural theories view 
learning as central to practice; and all practice is understood to be social.  Engaging in the 
practices of an educational institution or workplace is an example of a social activity” 
(Murphy, Hall, McCormick and Drury 2008, 17).  As a social activity, the social and cultural 
environment is central to the learning (Klenowski, Askew and Carnell 2006). Learning takes 
place as people engage in collective activities and it is from such collective learning that 
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individual meanings and learning are created.  This way of viewing learning leads to the 
expectation that there will be differences across contexts because learning is understood not 
just in terms of what individuals can do but also in terms of what is possible for them to do in 
certain situations with certain people (Murphy et. al. 2008).  Individual development and 
social/collective development are understood to be interdependent and complementary 
processes.  Given this view of learning the teaching team sought to facilitate collective 
activities not just during the face-to-face sessions but also via the use of the internet and a 
simple Web 2.0 application (Wiki) to help foster the development of a community of learners 
and a collaborative form of doctoral education (Parker 2009).  It was this form of support 
(Web 2.0 application) that was an interest to the study. 
In the design of this professional doctoral program the teaching team also drew on 
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept of ‘communities of practice’.  According to these authors, 
communities of practice refer to groups of individuals who come together through a shared 
interest in an area, engage in joint activities to improve their practice in this area and who 
interact regularly.  Members of the group engage in valuable interactions such as ‘spend [ing] 
time together, they typically share information, insight, and advice. They help each other 
solve problems. They discuss their situations, their aspirations, and their needs’ (Wenger, 
McDermott and Snyder, 2002, p.4).  Central to this perspective is that knowledge creation is 
relational and dynamic, and learning is founded in relationships between and among people.   
 
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) conception of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ is 
relevant to this discussion as it characterises the type of engagement of participants in a 
community of practice where novices enter a community and over time and through 
engagement with others become fully functioning ‘legitimate’ members.  The learning 
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becomes situated within the community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991).  In the design 
of this professional doctoral program, the teaching team drew upon the notion of ‘legitimate 
peripheral participation’ to engage a range of doctoral candidates (for example, those who 
have presented at confirmation or final oral examination, and those who have graduated) and 
researchers (who are early in their career to those who are experienced professors) to help in 
the explication and exemplification of the learning trajectory towards scholarship.  It is in this 
way that the program is organised so that doctoral candidates are engaged in a learning 
experience that is scaffolded to develop scholarly and research skills.  
From a social theory of learning, the four main components integral to learning and 
knowing processes include: community, identity, meaning and practice (Wenger 1998).  
Community refers to ‘learning as belonging’; identity refers to ‘learning as becoming’; 
meaning refers to ‘learning as experience’ and practice refers to ‘learning as doing’ (Wenger, 
1998, 5). The component that proved of most interest for this study was the concept of 
community and learning as a sense of belonging.  The community comprised the doctoral 
cohort for 2008 that through collective activities began to feel a sense of belonging and, in 
terms of identity, a growing sense of becoming where they were able to articulate changes in 
the way they saw themselves as researchers by applying a more scholarly gaze to their 
studies. Notions of learning as experience (meaning) and learning as doing (practice) were 
fundamental to the program. 
Research design 
The aim of the study was to examine the learning experiences of professional doctoral 
candidates within a collaborative, knowledge building community using a variety of support 
mechanisms to facilitate student learning. We sought to understand shifts in understandings 
of the students as learners and scholars that manifested both within the face-to-face sessions 
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as well as the online social interactions (i.e. email and wiki technologies) during the first 18 
months of enrolment in the program. The reason this period was selected for examination was 
that it represented a significant phase of candidates’ initiation into the program. That is, it 
comprised the period between three candidature milestones: the face-to-face summer school 
held in January, the second face-to-face winter school in July, and the third and final summer 
school held in January of the following year.  
A case study approach was chosen because it allowed the researchers to investigate 
and gather information based on a single entity, namely, a cohort of doctoral students (Yin, 
2008). Qualitative methods were suitable because they afforded a focus on the perceptions 
and experiences of cohort members as scholarly learners (Gerring, 2007). The participants 
were encouraged by the teaching team to think of themselves as members of a cohort and 
members of Communities Of Practice (COPs), both professional and academic. From this 
pedagogical assumption, for the purpose of data collection, focus group interviews were held 
rather than individual interviews. Because members of a group can listen and respond to each 
other’s input and ideas, focus group interviews are effective techniques for eliciting rich data 
and information from participants (Vaughn, Schumm and Sinagub, 1996).  
Data sources and study participants 
Data were collected using two methods. The first was a survey that participants completed 
before commencing the summer school, and the second was focus group interviews held after 
both summer schools and the winter school. The initial qualitative survey investigated 
participant perceptions of their expectations of the degree program, their knowledge of 
research design, and understandings of and engagement with COPs. The students (11 in total) 
enrolled at the commencement of the program completed the surveys electronically and 
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emailed them as attachments to the teaching team. Responses were collated according to the 
questions asked.  
Structured interview questions posed to participants in the first focus group were 
similar to those of the initial survey. Structured interviews use pre-determined questions 
addressing a specific topic (Gillham, 2005). This first focus group provided participants with 
an opportunity to pursue issues that were raised in the survey material following their recent 
summer school experience. Interview questions for the second focus group extended earlier 
questions by exploring student perceptions of shifts in their learning about themselves and 
their research. It provided an opportunity for them to discuss achievements and challenges in 
developing their projects.  Eight students who attended the winter or second school 
participated in this focus group. A third focus group interview was conducted at the end of 
the final summer school when only seven students of the original 11 remained.  As is often 
the case at this level of study the candidates who withdrew did so because of professional or 
family demands.  The final focus group interview that lasted about 40 minutes asked students 
to reflect on the three face-to-face programs. The sessions were tape-recorded and 
transcribed. Triangulation of data was achieved through ‘researcher convergence’. 
Researcher convergence refers to verification of interpretation by two or more researchers 
following independent analysis of raw data and comparison of coding following 
interpretation (Cavana, Delahaye and Sekaran, 2001).  
Similar to the typical professional doctoral candidate (Lee, 2008), the majority of 
students enrolled in this cohort were studying part-time while working full-time, and 
undertaking the degree for a combination of personal and professional reasons. The students 
came from a wide range of professional contexts, and included schoolteachers, principals and 
administrators, higher education lecturers, policy officers, IT specialists, police officers, 
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managers, consultants, artists, and musicians.  Because most were mid-career and held 
positions of some responsibility, time was at a premium.   
Similar to those in the research literature, most of the students in the present cohort 
indicated they entered the program through a desire to explore or understand an issue or 
problem that had emerged in their workplaces rather than through higher degree research 
programs (Drake and Heath, 2008; Lee, Brennan and Green, 2009). Thus, they recognised 
that they needed to develop or enhance their skills and knowledge in designing and 
implementing research projects. Because of this identified need and the possible hindrance 
caused by isolation, the teaching team established a Wiki website to facilitate online collegial 
communication and exchange. The expectation was, then, that cohort members would work 
within an academic community and a cohort of peers.   
Because the pedagogic assumption of the program was that it operated through a 
community of academic practice, the survey asked participants to explain their understanding 
of this term. It was evident from the responses that students were familiar with the concept 
and had engaged in communities of practice in their professions. The overwhelming majority 
of students indicated also that they had a high level of engagement with ICTs, which 
suggested to the teaching team that they would have the skills to use the Web 2.0 application 
in communicating with peers and teaching team members online.   
Discussion 
Data were coded and analysed using Wenger’s (1998) social learning theory framework that 
comprises practice, identity, meaning and community. From this perspective, learning is 
viewed as involving interaction of experience and competence (Wenger, 1998).  The teaching 
team aimed to provide the doctoral candidates with ‘places’ where the learning experiences 
would enable the development of a scholarly identity.  The teaching team understood learning 
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to involve a transformation and “an experience of identity”.  As stated by Wenger (1998, 
215) 
The transformative practice of a learning community offers an ideal context for 
developing new understandings because the community sustains change as part of an 
identity of participation.   
A key finding from analysis of data was the importance and value of shared practice in a 
community; recognition by the candidates of their development along a learning trajectory 
towards a more scholarly identity; and the centrality of a community where collegiality 
appeared to develop through students’ participation and engagement in practice and a variety 
of learning opportunities developed by the teaching team. Each of these is now discussed. 
Shared Practice – “learning as doing”  
Our findings revealed that shared practice involved students participating and sharing 
with each other as a support network and as a community of practice. This was considered 
fundamental for the students interviewed and became apparent from the analysis of the data. 
It was also clear that the students’ professional backgrounds and their managerial skills were 
examples of the competences they brought to their experience of the course to recommend 
developments to the face-to-face programs. The responses to questions regarding 
recommendations to improve the course reflected the managerial and organisational skills of 
the ‘researching professionals’. The students debated at length over where particular learning 
should be positioned over the three face-to-face study schools. Suggestions were given in 
regard to the introduction, application and support of data analysis tools and bibliographic 
referencing programs they were expected to adopt for their writing.  The students expressed 
the need to clarify the importance of these tools early in the training to enhance their learning 
experience.  To illustrate, “… a lot of us only got onto EndNote in second semester and you 
know we didn’t really know what it was and then we’ve suddenly seen how great it is”. 
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 Some of the benefits of shared practice emerged from the participation of the teaching 
team. “Coming in sharing their [the academics’] research because that’s really 
contextualised what is expected of us, yes.”  Listening to feedback given to others was also 
noted as a benefit. “Their feedback to us and not just us, hearing their feedback to other 
people in their work-in-progress there’s learning there.” Interacting with the teaching team 
in a social setting was also valued. “Time during lunch or morning tea when you can bounce 
ideas off people that aren’t necessarily connected to you.” 
 From the interview data after the first face-to-face session the students acknowledged 
the importance of these interactions in enabling the community of practice to work 
effectively.  One commented “I think I needed the face-to-face for the community of practice 
to work”. From the data after the final study school, students agreed that viewing other 
students’ presentations, at a different stage of the program, was useful for their own learning.  
And I really like the fact that we had somebody who is going for confirmation as well 
outside of the group that was brought in and somebody who’s at the end of the process 
doing their oral as well.  So I’ve got a lot out of this school. 
Shared practice with each other through their own self-initiated support network and 
participation by the majority of the students took place for “at least six months.”   This 
mainly occurred through email or the “underground Wiki” as the students described their 
support network.  They agreed that the benefits were peer critique or “constructive feedback 
more so from a friend rather than a critical friend.” 
Notwithstanding this informal peer support, one participant stated: 
 And I have to admit that the cohort, if I didn’t have the cohort it would have been more 
difficult.  But the other part is that they are factored by having the other people from 
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things that aren’t to do with my teaching, but having these other people in the 
community of practice of a teaching level, that’s been good. 
Ultimately the intended outcome of the program is to help students perceive and grasp 
new opportunities for professional engagement that engagement with scholarly development 
brings; in other words, students learn to think anew. “We speak in a more scholarly way to 
each other about what we are doing.” 
    
Community: learning as belonging  
Students’ diverse professional contexts and the new context of their doctoral learning are 
acknowledged in this program. Each context creates a community of shared ways of thinking, 
doing and being – and each may be at odds with the other. This partiality of knowledge is 
brought explicitly into the content of the course, in the first study school that is entitled 
Interdisciplinary Education Studies, as students examine research concepts, research design 
and scholarly writing across a number of sometimes competing theoretical and 
methodological frameworks. It is another innovative feature of the course design and one that 
promotes scholarly critique of professional practices:  
…and that is a process you go through and you see it in yourself when you’ve got 
there and you start to look at things and think about things differently and you know 
that the research, the theory and all of that underpins what you are doing.  
 
Given the often invisible influence of students’ professional communities of practice, the 
program design deliberately creates two supplementary and interconnected communities to 
support students: the cohort community, and the academic-cum-professional network 
community. The interview data indicates that these two communities promote and sustain 
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students’ engagement in ways that are lacking in more traditional programs of independent 
research and solitary study.  The cohort is the learning community of these students.  
I have to admit that … if I didn’t have the cohort it would have been more difficult.  
Various group activities are designed to give students opportunity to learn with and from each 
other and to build a sense of group cohesion. For instance, students engage in formal forms of 
networking and support via the study schools; complete entries on the Wiki which  enable 
teaching staff to monitor their progress and deal early with any misdirection; share online 
documents outlining their research conceptual framework, research questions and design; 
and, along with the teaching staff, review and respond to the written work of peers.  
I thought it was going to be a more individual thing … The academic team helped 
me get through all that as a team, not just one person, so there’s different views … I 
was actually glad it was a mix.  
Supporting the cohort and individuals within it are the teaching and research staff who 
act as mentors and experts or “masters” to these scholarly apprentices, guiding and 
supporting and challenging them.  Scaffolding here was undertaken by a teaching team of six 
experienced researchersat the level of professor or associate professorand two early-
career researchers. In addition, each individual student was allocated a teaching team member 
who supports the candidate and his or her supervisor through to confirmation stage, when a 
further, associate supervisor is allocated. That the support of the teaching team extends across 
all course activities of the program is a deliberate design consideration of the course. Like the 
ongoing mutual learning support provided by the cohort, this factor ensures that there is 
continuity and coherence in the academic community into which students are being inducted.    
 
Developing a scholarly identity 
Page 15 
 
Identity is another key theme identified, with the students noting a shift in their personal 
learning.  The process of developing a scholarly identity became an important outcome of the 
learning journey. For instance, one student felt her learning had become “more refined” and 
others suggested an improvement in critically reviewing and an increased confidence to 
actively critique.   
When asked to consider if they had experienced a shift in their understanding of 
scholarship a student offered “I feel more within it, I’m not as peripheral.  I look at 
everything through a research, well through a scholarly lens, even in my work and so I am 
looking at that and putting another dimension to my work”. Another commented, “I think, 
well I’ve noticed with everyone, but certainly myself I am starting to get or do now have that 
scholarly gaze.” 
Another student concluded: 
And now I look at everything through a research, well through a scholarly lens even in 
my work. And so I’m looking at that and putting another dimension to my work. 
  By the third study school, the students were unanimous in their comments that they had 
developed a more scholarly gaze and could converse in a scholarly way. One referred to the 
scholarly “glaze” at the beginning that only became a “gaze” after that “aha moment”. The 
students describe that “aha” moment of clarity of understanding. Another indicated: “But I 
think the breakthrough as a generalisation comes as you mature in your research.  Because 
there are points in time that you are not ready to understand what is there.”   After the 18 
month sojourn, students indicated they had developed greater conceptual tools, research skills 
and confidence. A similar finding was noted by Leshem (2007) in her research of doctoral 
students who undertook a cohort based program.  
One student described the pursuit of a scholarly gaze as: 
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and you go - constantly from I know exactly what I’m doing to - what on earth am I 
doing.  And I think that’s part of the journey that everyone goes through of getting to 
where you get to …you get to a point where that aha, that’s what it’s about now. 
Challenges 
The final questions to the cohort asked them to reflect on the challenges experienced 
regarding their self-initiated goals and those they now faced. One student commented on an 
observation made by an invited researcher, who had recently completed confirmation in the 
doctoral program and who in the winter school shared her experiences with the cohort: “that 
it’s a marathon, not a sprint, you know you just keep going on and on.”  This comment had 
stayed with one of the female students of the cohort and helped her to persevere in the face of 
ongoing challenges to her studies.  Such persistence and resilience is key to doctoral level 
study that demands that students are capable of tackling issues and demands that may 
confront them on their practitioner research journey.  This validates the importance of the 
face-to-face program in motivating students and the inclusion of more experienced 
participants who can share and explain their experiences of ‘legitimate participation’ in a 
research community of practice.  This level of interaction with someone more experienced 
can make the difference for an individual between leaving the program and graduation. 
All students discussed the issue of time to balance study, work commitments, 
relationships and leisure.  This was aptly described as “Life, work…Leisure... getting 40 
hours out of a day, instead of 24.”   This comment was not surprising given the issues faced 
by doctoral students as they struggle to juggle work and study responsibilities and 
commitments (McWilliam et al., 2002). 
Another student expressed the challenge of prioritising. 
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 I think it’s fitting everything in…I’ll go back from this Summer School and my work 
life will take over straight away and what I will do is, because it’s sidelined, come back 
to it again and that’s a really difficult thing that I’ve faced all the way along.  I’m 
getting better at it. 
  Time was considered by the students as their largest challenge yet to overcome, and 
balancing work and life. Four individual statements from students were:  
“Yes, time, time, time.” 
“Yes, it’s time and balancing work commitments and all of that.” 
“Work life balance.” 
“Because work has to be done, you can’t not do work.” 
The importance of finding time to share with family was an issue discussed. 
 “I just literally, I have just moved it (study) down to the kitchen table.” 
Once the hindrance of life and work balance was established the final question asked the 
student to comment on how they were overcoming this constant juggling of time and activity. 
One student replied “Oh day by day” another commented “there’s always choices... when an 
issue comes up, we address it”.   
These students were developing a new identity.  They were moving along a learning 
trajectory towards becoming a novice practitioner researcher and in so doing they were 
experiencing new demands that were conflicting and competing with their established 
identity of experts in their professional lives.  These major challenges, linked to the efficient 
use of time to meet these new and emergent demands, were attributable to this movement 
from professional expert to novice practitioner researcher and the uncertainty that comes with 
this shift for the newcomer into a new community of practice.  
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Conclusion 
The results of the findings of this small scale study indicate that the journey travelled by the 
cohort of professional doctorate students over their first eighteen months of coursework was 
not always smooth or without difficulties.  The students recounted the challenges of finding 
time to work and study and to become immersed in the world of scholarly argument and 
thought.  Wenger’s (1998) social theory of learning theory proved to be a valuable 
framework in which to analyse the students’ responses as shared practice fostered student 
learning and growth; students revealed they had begun to develop scholarly and researcher 
identities; and students invested in communities of practice where they learned together, 
supported each other and became immersed in the world of practice.  Consistent and strong 
support by peers and staff were identified by students as enablers that helped them to take 
those first steps and make the journey across the bridge towards developing a scholarly 
identity.  Although there were fewer travellers by the end of the eighteenth month 
coursework journey, those who lasted the journey revealed it was worthwhile on a number of 
fronts.   
In recent times there has been some debate in relation to the place and future of the 
professional doctorate. Drawing upon the small number of completion rates of professional 
doctorates, in comparison with completions of PhDs, Evan, Macauley, Pearson and Tregenza 
(2005) raise questions about the sustainability of the former and argue the merits of the PhD 
program over it.  Our own position is one that follows the ideas of Lee, Brennan and Green 
(2009) who argue cogently that there is a need and place for professional doctorates and 
small numbers of completions (as compared to PhD completions) in themselves do not 
provide a sufficiently strong argument for sounding the professional doctorate’s demise. 
Indeed, in recent times, the professional doctorate has moved beyond disciplines such as 
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education, psychology, business, health and expanded its boundaries to include clinical 
dentistry, applied linguistics, and other fields (Lee et al. 2009). This is a promising sign and 
highlights a continuing interest in the degree of the professional doctorate and the idea that 
‘knowledge production occurs in a wide range of places and by no means just in universities’ 
(Lee et al. 2009, 283). 
A final point we would make is that while participating in a teaching team of a 
professional doctorate is a labour intensive process leading to small numbers of completions, 
the journey for us is worthwhile because observing students make the transition to scholars is 
personally and professionally rewarding.   
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